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A Comparative Cultural Study on the Symbol of Cats between
Japan and Korea

PARK Yukyung
Master's Course, Major in Japanese Literature, Graduate School of International

Japanese Studies Institute, Hosei University

Abstract

There is no other animal than cats which have a clear difference in image
between Korea and Japan. When we turn to “classical literature” with the
features of “oral literature” in mind, we will notice the widening gap between
the two countries. In Japan, cats are described from two viewpoints, namely,
court culture and popular culture. In the former, cats are taken as elegant
pets. In the latter, however, they are supposed to be mysterious, described
as the two-tail “nekomata” or the metamorphic cat on the one hand and they
are familiar animals as symbolized in the beckoning cat on the other. But in
Korea, cats are not taken as themselves, they are mainly utilized as icons to
“criticize” or “ridicule” according to “mores.”

Through the comparison, it can be said that the difference in the image of
cats between the two nations derives from the difference in religious and
historical background.In Japan this image seems to have been fixed during
the Edo Era, based on the history since the Heian Era. Korea, on the other
hand, was in the background of the Joseon Dynasty Period. Particularly, in
Japan, the “personification” and “deification” of developed through the
“faddish gods”, the pet boom, and the Kabuki featuring cats during the Edo
Era. In Korea, during the Joseon Dynasty when Confucianism was the
formal religion, absolute significance was placed on “mores” (Confucian
values). Therefore, the behavior of cats was also put to moral judgment, and
cats were chosen as objects of criticism. This seems to have formed the

negative image of cats.
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